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VIEWS OF THE BIBLE HELD BY MISSIONARIES IN INDIA 



REV. R. A. HUME, D.D. 
Ahmednagar, India 



The editor of the Biblical World has asked me for an article on 
"What theories of the inspiration of the Bible are actually held by 
missionaries in India, and which theory works best, the old-fashioned 
conservative view of plenary inspiration — religious, ethical, and his- 
torical inerrancy — or a more modern modification of this view." 
To help readers to judge the value of what I shall write, I would say 
that I am the son of Indian missionaries and have been myself a mis- 
sionary in western India for thirty-five years. My work has been the 
ordinary service of a district missionary, of a theological seminary 
instructor, of a pastor of a large church, and of an editor of an Anglo- 
vernacular paper for some years. I have been the reader of many 
Indian publications. I have acquaintance with a large number of 
missionaries and of Christian and non-Christian Indian leaders. 
I began mission work as an old-fashioned orthodox man. Study 
and experience have led me to accept the general methods of the his- 
torical school of Bible interpretation and some of the results of those 
methods. First I give my own opinion and some reasons therefor, 
and then the opinions of others. 

In reply to the first inquiry, " What theories of the inspiration of the 
Bible are actually held by missionaries in India ? " I believe that the 
majority of the older missionaries and some of the younger members 
of the denominational missions, and the very great majority of the 
missionaries of various faith missions, of the Salvation Army, etc., 
hold the old-fashioned theory of the inerrancy of the Bible. But a 
considerable part of the younger missionaries and a respectable 
fraction of the older missionaries of the denominational missions hold 
a modified modern view. Some of the former class show by their 
teaching that their views have changed. They are reluctant to confess 
it and they are not always fully aware of it. Also in general those 
missionaries whose work is mostly with the lower and less intelligent 
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classes hold to the old view, while many of those who work for the 
better educated classes have accepted a modified view of the inspira- 
tion of the Scriptures which does not involve religious, ethical, or 
historical inerrancy. Naturally missionaries hold the views of their 
home churches. The average missionary has little time for reading 
scholarly western Christian literature. But the necessities of mission 
work are steadily compelling an increasing number of missionaries 
to accept the new views. The principal living religions of India, 
viz., Hinduism, Jainism, Islam, and, to a lesser extent, Zoroastrianism, 
are "book-religions," i.e., religions whose chief and final authority 
is a professedly inspired book of the past. If the missionary would 
destroy faith in the creeds of those religions he must assume, and when 
necessary show, that a "book-religion" is not and cannot be final 
for today or for the future. Like the Lord Jesus Christ, the mis- 
sionary must appeal to the reason, conscience, and heart. So when 
addressing thinking Indians, while he can and does use the marvelous 
teachings of the Bible, he logically cannot, and practically does not, 
hold that Christianity, too, is a "book-religion," whose chief and final 
authority is in infallible teachings of the past. Christianity is a 
religion, not of a book, but with a book. Its chief authority, as our 
Lord himself taught, is the living Spirit of God. The thoughtful 
Indian ignorant of large portions of the Bible would not and should 
not be asked to recognize an infallible authority in a book of another 
religion. Practically all manner of religious and ethical difficulties 
are incessantly brought forward even by schoolboys, based upon the 
assumption that all Christians hold that the Bible is in all respects 
inerrant. 

As to miracles : the untaught Indian has no difficulty in accepting 
all the miraculous narratives in the Old or New Testaments as his- 
torical, because such accounts are in entire accord with the spirit 
and assumptions of Indian religions which abound in vastly more 
marvelous stories. But as soon as Indians begin to lose faith in their 
own religions, inevitably they find it increasingly difficult to accept 
what seem improbable accounts in the Bible. Then for such persons, 
as for western men, biblical miracles do not promote faith in Christ, 
but are credible only on account of the supreme moral character and 
power of the Lord Jesus Christ. Hence the necessity of comparing 
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one religion with another is leading many Indian missionaries who 
once held that at least religious and ethical inerrancy are guaranteed 
by divine inspiration, to admit that this claim cannot be maintained. 
They accept the Pauline test of inspiration as correct; i.e., the work- 
ing usefulness of any scripture is the proof of its inspiration. " Every 
scripture inspired of God is profitable for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, for instruction which is in righteousness: that the man 
of God may be complete, furnished completely unto every good work." 
In reply to the second inquiry, "Which theory really works best ?" 
my opinion is as follows: On the missionary himself whose view of 
inspiration changes after coming to India the first effect is similar 
to the effect on the minister at home. He is much disturbed in mind. 
But the more clearly he sees the historical and psychological correct- 
ness and working power of the historical and critical views of the 
Bible, the more illuminating, inspiring, and helpful he finds them 
to be, both for himself and for others. Yet because older mission- 
aries and older Indian Christians view him with suspicion he fears 
that he may be going too far, and he often is timid in the expression 
of these conclusions. Nor does the effect on the ordinary Indian 
Christian clergyman and on the simple Indian Christian differ from 
that which is wrought in America upon men of similar position and 
attainments. They have been taught the old views, and of course 
the new views are unsettling. The old views of the inspiration of 
the Bible are practically like the claims for the inspiration of Hindu 
sacred books and for the Quran. Christians of the first generation 
often gave up their old religions because various things in those reli- 
gions seemed wrong. But they did not give up the assumption that 
the final authority in any religion is in an inspired sacred book. Nor 
have most of these Indian ministers any knowledge whatever of the 
considerations which are leading Christian scholars in the West to 
the new views, nor of the growing weight of such considerations in 
the minds of thoughtful Indians. Yet some thoughtful Indian Chris- 
tians and the great majority of thoughtful non-Christian Indians who 
think about the Bible find the very same difficulties which thinkers 
in the West feel with the old-fashioned view. I am convinced by 
a careful study of the Bible that religious, ethical, and historical 
inerrancy cannot be affirmed concerning all its statements. I am 
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compelled to the same position by the generally accepted view that 
a progressively fuller and fuller revelation of facts and truths is the 
divine method in what is called religion, as well as in what is called 
science, i.e., it is the divine method of God's entire education of his 
human children. What I know of modern psychology teaches the 
same lesson. So does the teaching of Jesus himself: "I have yet 
many things to say unto you, but ye cannot bear them now. Howbeit 
when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he shall guide you into all the 
truth." I mention a few of the common objections of Indians to the 
Bible, to the Christian religion, and, by mistaken inference, even to 
the Lord Jesus Christ himself, due to the assumption that the Bible 
is an infallible book. Many of the Old Testament stories are felt 
to be incredible as authentic history. The imprecatory psalms are 
felt to be incompatible with ethical inerrancy. A thoughtful Hindu 
asked me, " What is your conception of the heaven to which the phy- 
sical body of Jesus ascended ?" Another asked how I could believe 
that Jesus actually said what in the Gospel of John he is claimed to 
have said, viz., "All that came before me are thieves and robbers." 
Another asked whether in the parable of Dives and Lazarus it was 
ethically satisfying to seem to teach that Lazarus would be forever 
blessed simply for having been poor in this world, and the rich man 
forever tormented, though he had been a heartless rich man. A great 
many objections to the Christian religion and to the Bible itself would 
be gone from the minds of thoughtful Indians, if it were understood 
and taught that it is not claimed that the Bible is an absolutely inerrant 
scripture. In the Fortnightly Review for September, 1909, in. an 
article entitled, "Why I Am Not a Christian," written by an educated 
Indian gentleman, the statement is made: "The first reason why I 
am not a Christian is that I cannot receive the sacred books of Chris- 
tianity at the valuation put upon them by the authoritative teachers 
of that religion." Had he not unfortunately been led to suppose that 
being a Christian would require him to accept the entire Bible as 
inerrant in all its parts, his main objection would have vanished. 
The second reason given is, "I am not a Christian because of the 
inherent incredibility of the Christian creed." This difficulty too 
would have been much less serious, had he not supposed that an 
inerrant Bible is the basis of the fundamental beliefs of Christianity. 
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His third reason is a difficulty in the acceptance of theism. But his 
initial and most serious difficulties are with the claims of many Chris- 
tian teachers, both Romanist and Protestant, as quoted by him that, 
"Inspiration cannot possibly coexist with error, but is essentially 
incompatible with it, and excludes and rejects it absolutely and 
necessarily, since God himself, the Supreme Truth, cannot possibly 
be the author of any error." Hindus and Mahomedans more and 
more reverence the Lord Jesus Christ. More and more non-Chris- 
tian Indians love and accept his teachings. A good many take him 
as their Guide and Master. But they are driven from him, and 
especially driven from his church, by the claim that one cannot be a 
Christian who does not accept the Bible as an infallibly inspired 
scripture. An excellent theistic paper, the Indian Social Reformer 
of Bombay, says : " The dictates of love are more authentic declara- 
tions of the divine will than all the writings in the world." Sir George 
Clarke, the revered governor of Bombay, in his annual address to 
the University of Bombay, as its chancellor, this week quoted with 
commendation the following remark by an Indian scholar: " A critical 
inquirer is one who does not accept an account of an occurrence just 
as it is presented to him, whether orally or in writing. He subjects 
it to certain tests calculated to prove its truth or otherwise." Can 
anyone doubt that intelligent Indians who have rightly lost faith in 
the religious authority of their own sacred books will not accept a 
doctrine of an infallible Christian sacred book, especially when they 
know that multitudes of Christian scholars have given up such a 
belief ? Nothing can be clearer than that the Lord Jesus himself 
taught his disciples that they would be guided into truth through 
obedience to the Holy Spirit of truth, and that he did not charge them 
to expect or to accept a written book as the final and infallible authority 
for spiritual verity. Should not his disciples and messengers present 
him as his own sufficient evidence to the minds and hearts of Indians, 
without seeking to require them to accept any interpretation of the 
degree of help which God gave to the writers of the Bible? The 
Bible is and may be left to make its own evidence in spiritual power 
without any doctrine as to how it came to be. Also in his recent 
Convocation address the governor of Bombay said, "I cannot do 
better than quote to you some words of Marcus Aurelius who sums 
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up all that I would impress on you if I had the power: 'The salvation 
of life is to contemplate every object in its entirety and see what it is 
in essence, what is the formal element in it, and what the material; 
and to do the right, and speak the truth in all sincerity of heart !' " 
Will the graduates of the University of Bombay who receive such 
counsel from their chancellor be drawn to or repelled from the Lord 
Jesus by the claim that even his biographies must be considered 
infallible ? 

In order to be able to quote the opinions of other missionaries and of 
Indian Christian leaders I addressed to some of them a letter of inquiry. 
I will now quote from some of the replies to that letter. I refrained 
from addressing this inquiry to men with whose views on inspiration 
I had reason to think that I was acquainted. Yet I sent the letter 
mainly to younger missionaries and Indian Christian leaders, because 
few of the older ones know from personal study and experience what 
the newer modified views are, and what are the results of teaching 
them. Answers came from missionaries and Indian Christian leaders 
connected with the following denominations: Baptist, Church of 
England, American and English Congregationalist, Danish, Presby- 
terian, and Y. M. C. A. The first question was, "Is the presentation 
of Christianity in India being modified in correspondence with the 
changes of Christian thought in Europe and America, relative to the 
inspiration of the Scriptures ?" The most conservative answer was 
this : " We hold by the comparatively conservative teaching of Marcus 
Dods who thought that the virgin-birth, though not an essential of 
Christian faith, is a historical fact, and who held that the Bible, 
though by no means verbally inspired, is a trustworthy record." 
Other replies to this question were: "Undoubtedly yes, though in 
my opinion the change is scarcely thorough enough." "Yes, but 
not sufficiently widely." "There is a general tendency for missiona- 
ries to preach a living Christ, rather than an inspired volume." " The 
presentation of Christianity by Indian missionaries has perceptibly 
liberalized." "Modification is certainly taking place; it is in my 
college." "Not consciously, but practically, the presentation of 
Christianity is changing. The approach through an inspired book 
to a Christian position is not attempted; they press Christ on his 
own merits." " Yes, it is merely a matter of time for the modification 
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to become complete." "The doctrine of verbal inspiration is very 
seldom pressed on Hindus now-a-days by missionaries. When dealing 
with advanced inquirers we frankly adopt the modern historical 
standpoint." 

My second question was, "Can the non-Christian religions and 
sacred books of India be examined properly and their characteristics 
estimated on any other principles and methods than those on which 
the Christian religion and the Bible are examined and presented ? 
If not, is it not consistently necessary to use the historical method in 
presenting Christianity and its Scriptures to thoughtful Indians?" 
Every writer emphatically said that since the missionary could never 
assume or grant the claim of strict Hindus and Mahomedans that 
the non-Christian sacred books are infallibly inspired, it is impossible 
to make such a claim for the Bible when teaching non-Christians. 
One said, "Christians cannot compete with the Mahomedans as to 
plenary inspiration." 

My third inquiry was, "Where the newer historical views and 
methods of teaching the Bible have been discerningly adopted and 
have been constructively and reverently used have the results been 
beneficial or detrimental as regards Indian Christians, and as regards 
non-Christians ?" Some of the replies were as follows: "The woeful 
thing is that most of our Christians have been brought up on the old 
views of biblical inspiration. They naturally feel shocked in the same 
way that young people at home do, when they meet other views: 
but, if they go far enough, they get greater light. The new view 
certainly makes practical Bible teaching to non-Christian college 
students easier and more effective." "Where the newer historical 
views and methods of teaching have been adopted and taught to senior 
students and ripe men, whether Christian or non-Christian, the 
results have been altogether beneficial." "Beneficial only, with 
intelligent people, Christian and Hindu. The newer method is the 
only possible one." "Beneficial to both Christians and non-Chris- 
tians." "Most decidedly beneficial." " I have known of a few cases 
where Indian Christians have been somewhat upset by newer histori- 
cal views and methods, and where such views have tended to confirm 
Hindus in their favorite idea that all religions are essentially one. I 
do not regard this as the fault of the newer views and methods. But, 
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however right the views and good the methods, if they are wrongly 
used, harmful results do follow." "The effects have been often 
immediately detrimental, though I also hope and believe that they 
have been and will be ultimately beneficial." "The result has per- 
haps been to puzzle Indian Christians where they have not been trained 
to approach the Bible from the modern point of view, but to those 
who have been so trained the Bible becomes much more intelligible. 
Non-Christians who study the Bible find it much more intelligible 
when they are trained in the critical method. Non-Christians who 
have no real desire to study the Christian Scriptures do sometimes 
use their limited knowledge of the higher criticism against Christianity, 
just as Rationalists do in Europe." "Had more enlightened views 
of the Bible and Christianity been held by the missionaries of a hun- 
dred years ago, the foundations of our work would have been laid 
much more strongly, and we should have made more solid progress." 
"Old methods have done a great harm to the Indian Christian 
church. They have made the church as a whole too antiquated and 
too superstitious to cope with the present situation and demands of 
India. They have divided the church within itself." "We have 
a Brahmin convert whom it was my privilege to instruct from the 
time before he was baptized over five years ago. He was a quick 
student, and I taught him frankly my own point of view. I was 
surprised to see how readily he understood it. From observation of 
his use of the Bible, both for his own reading and for teaching 
school-children, I am convinced that the results are thoroughly bene- 
ficial. He has often thanked me for giving him different notions about 
the Bible from those of the average mission evangelists whom he has 
met. He seems singularly free from 'the letter that killeth,' and able 
to put into new word-forms 'the spirit that giveth life.' As regards 
non-Christians, I only feel that the older standpoint leaves us abso- 
lutely at the mercy of their legitimate criticism of such things as the 
ethics of parts of the Old Testament, the narratives of mythical 
miracles in the Pentateuch, and similar things. I should find it very 
hard to take a class of college students in any book of the Bible today, 
if I held the old view of plenary inspiration and inerrancy." "In 
some cases Indian Christians have left or have been compelled to 
leave the church. Orthodox opinion is too strong to permit them 
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to stay. But in some cases known to me, Indian Christians have been 
reclaimed from agnosticism (by the new view) ; and the results have 
been beneficial. It is certain that agnosticism can only be prevented 
by departing from setting forth those things as infallible truths which 
are received on authority, and which men begin to question as soon 
as their reasoning powers and information increase. In this college 
I can speak for myself and some of the staff. Our opinions, certainly 
my personal opinions, differ widely from current orthodoxy. How- 
ever, I am inclined to believe that my teaching and that of my col- 
leagues tends to influence both Christians and non-Christians bene- 
ficially. It is not subversive of faith but confirmatory of faith in 
God and the spiritual destiny of man through Christ." 

The gospels tell how, on the first Easter morning, pious women 
went to the tomb of Jesus and mourned because they could not anoint 
his dead body, but how their sorrow was turned into joy by finding a 
living, instead of a dead, Lord. Similarly, as many Bible students 
and Bible lovers in the West have found the new viewpoint enhancing 
the intelligibility, the attractiveness, and the power of that holy book, 
so some missionaries and some Indians are coming to have a like 
joyful experience. Very recently a Church of England scholarly lady 
said to one of our mission, " When will the church be sufficiently 
grateful to the scholarly critics who have restored to her the living 
Bible which she had long lost ? " 



